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All Our Stories
In late 2012 Lancaster Litfest was
one of the first groups to be awarded
a grant from the Heritage Lottery
Fund ‘All Our Stories’ small grant
programme. This grant enabled local
residents to explore the history of the
area surrounding Lancaster Castle and
Priory and to share the stories they
uncovered in a physical and online
exhibition of creative non-fiction,
Castle Park Stories. We asked Sarah
Cruickshank, one of the participants
in Lancaster’s All Our Stories Story
Hunters, how they got on...
Family Tree: How did you all get your
inspiration?
Sarah: As the Story Hunters gathered
for the first workshop some of us
already had ideas of what we would
write, others had no idea at all.
A fellow participant, Christine,
wanted to use early census records
because she was used to using them
to research her own family history,
while another, Steph, chose to write
about the debtors’ prison in the
castle in 1843, and Ruth focused
her research on the remains of 12
medieval standing crosses found
in the churchyard and misericords
of the priory. Visits to the castle,
priory, local museums and county
archives, walks around the space with
a photographer and a local historian
provided inspiration and research
material for all the Story Hunters, and
sometimes it was the smallest spark
that fired the imagination. John saw
a plaque in the priory relating to the
son of the Governor of Lancaster
Castle Prison, and his story took him
to the 1857 Indian Mutiny and a
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With funding from the Heritage Lottery
Fund’s All Our Stories scheme,
Lancaster’s Story Hunters group
shared inspiration, to tell the stories
of their local area, in a project they
worked on in late 2012, early 2013.
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hanging. On a trip to the Lancaster
Maritime Museum, Rilda discovered
the Wennington, the first iron ship
to be built in the city, and which
disappeared after visiting Indonesia,
Rilda’s home country. Rilda says, ‘I was
inspired to research the Wennington…
due to its connection to my homeland,
it is the missing-link between my home
and my second home, Lancaster’.
Family Tree: What sort of difficulties
did you have to
overcome?
Sarah: With
subjects chosen
and research
collated it was
time to write up
the stories. This
was the thing that
posed the greatest
challenge for the
Story Hunters, as
Steph says, ‘I would
have found it easier
to have written a
story with dialogue’.
Both Ruth (writing about the
medieval crosses) and I (writing about
the Roman remains – or lack of them)
had the challenge of not having the
story of a person, but rather objects.
We both coped with the problem in
the same way, as Ruth explains, ‘As
it turned out by putting in my own
personal history I was able to make
my writing more accessible and less
like a simple description of historical
artefacts’.
Family Tree: What were the main goals
of the Story Hunters?

Find out more
l You can see the Castle Park Stories
at www.castleparkstories.org/
portfolio.
l For more information about
creative nonfiction visit www.
creativenonfiction.org and www.
creativenonfictioncollective.com.
l Or read Lee Gutkind’s You Can’t
Make This Stuff Up (Da Capo Lifelong,
2012).

Sarah Cruickshank is a keen writer
and a participant in the Story Hunters
group. Her website is at
www.sarahcruickshank.co.uk

Sarah: We were each writing
creative non-fiction, so
while we could present facts
in a more lively way than
straightforward reportage,
all the facts related to the
story should be ‘true’ – no
characters or scenes should
be the creations of the writer
and any dialogue should be
as close as possible to what
was actually said.
Family Tree: How can you use creative
non-fiction to tell your stories?
Sarah: The key to writing creative
non-fiction is not to be frightened
of making a start. Remember that
bringing yourself into the story and
contrasting your experiences with the
facts you’ve discovered about people
or places, writing a travel piece, or
writing the facts using the same frame
as you would a fiction story, will help
bring your research alive. Be aware
that sometimes it’s inevitable that
you’ll end up creating a character or
a conversation that comes from your
imagination rather than the historical
facts and so your writing will cross
the line from creative non-fiction
into historical fiction. It’s something
that some of the Story Hunters
encountered while writing the Castle
Park Stories. In the end though, we
all agreed that telling the stories was
far more important than keeping the
dividing line between creative nonfiction and historical fiction absolutely
solid.
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riting a book can seem like
a daunting experience – in
fact, writing a good book is
just that, so the best thing is to break
it down into manageable parts, as
we’re doing in our ‘Write your family
story’ series. You may still feel that
you’d like a helping hand however,
and so we asked Christine Kidney
of the Family History Press (www.
familyhistorypress.com), a bespoke
family history editorial service, for her
thoughts. Offering advice in the form
of feedback, reports, writing tips, and
help in finding an author – should
you wish someone else to write your
family history for you – Christine
is passionate about helping people
record their families’ stories.
Family Tree: What advice would you
give to someone who isn’t sure where
to begin?
Christine: Using the present tense
is very good practice in throwing
yourself into the past. You don’t
have to write in the present tense
ultimately but it disciplines you
into seeing an event or person
more clearly. I call it ‘thinking
in the present’. Very often when
people start to write about
the past they get bogged down
with doubt about the veracity of
what they’re writing. They feel
they have to explain a great deal
before they arrive at telling the
story in a more linear, sustained
way. Thinking like this helps you
dive in with less inhibition.
To try this, for instance, pick
a photograph of one of your

ancestors, one that you
find arresting, and write
from their point of view
in that precise moment
in the present tense.
Is your subject at the
photographers, or is it a
casual, domestic picture?
What is your subject doing,
and what may they be
about to do? And how do
they feel about it? What
about the photographer?
What relation is he or she
to your subject?
This exercise, of selecting just
one photograph to write about, will
bring you right into a scene without
preamble or explanation, which is
good practice in presenting a scene to
the reader. A reader is more likely to
go along with this kind of immediacy
than long lead-ins that distance them
from the subject. In that sense, it’s
very similar to fiction.
Family Tree: How else might someone
make their writing more appealing?
Christine: Using empathy, in seeing a
situation from your subject’s point of
view, is essential in all writing. Think
of our greatest writer, Shakespeare,
and his skill in presenting multiple
points of view with utter commitment.
We’re not trying to be Shakespeare
but it is a skill well worth honing. It
helps you understand your subjects,
even if they are not sympathetic
people. Readers don’t enjoy authors
trashing their subjects or, indeed,
idolising them unthinkingly. We
do however require you
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to understand them.
You also need to employ speculation
judiciously – an essential and
unavoidable task in recreating the
past. This is what most biographers
and historians do, and they don’t
hedge everything with ‘I’m not really
sure whether he would have done this,
but he might have...’. A good writer
presents it as a version and the reader
will usually go along with it if it’s a
convincing enough narrative.
Family Tree: How else might someone
make their writing more authentic?
Christine: You can’t avoid researching
periods you haven’t lived through.
Read good historical biography with
a strong interest in social history,
such as those by Margaret Forster.
Or any good biography of the period
you’re writing about. Then look up
the bibliographies in the back and
see what relates to your subject.
A respected biographer will read
around their subject, being careful to
recreate the period. Some books may
only be found in copyright libraries,
but www.abebooks.co.uk is an
excellent resource for more obscure
secondhand books. When you’ve
read around the subject, place your
ancestor in that battle, that workhouse
or that convict ship. Your knowledge
will give it authenticity and enable you
to imagine the details of that past life
with more authority – which, in turn,
will allow you to write with greater
confidence.
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Reveal heartwarming tales
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nternational genealogy giant
FamilySearch knows how
important historical records are
to genealogists – hence its ongoing
commitment to add to the 1 billion
digitised records that it provides free
at www.familysearch.org. However,
the team behind FamilySearch
also understands that the key to
engaging people with family history,
and ensuring that their research is
treasured through the generations, are
the family stories.
‘All of us are drawn to our
family history by the stories of our
ancestors,’ enthused David Rencher,
chief genealogical officer for
FamilySearch, ‘and so at FamilySearch
we are working to create a different
experience online that engages
people through their living memories
and family stories – an approach
whole-heartedly endorsed by the CEO
of FamilySearch, Denis Brimhall. We
want people to tell the story of their
family – it’s more than just names,
dates, places.’

Our ancestors, and
the shared memories of
others in our families,
are what we respond to.
They are the reason that
inspires us to research
our family history, always
seeking to expand and
preserve our knowledge
of our ancestors’ lives. In
addition, FamilySearch’s
quest to help family
historians to preserve their
family stories fits very well
with the research side of
creating a family tree. For instance,
by researching and creating your tree
on FamilySearch you can see where
you fit within the family, and you can
add documents and pictures to your
online tree too.
‘A picture can turn your heart just
as well as a story can turn your heart,’
explained David. ‘Now when you talk
to other family members you have
something that you can actually show
them. Not just a pedigree chart. You
can show them their ancestors readily
online and you can add to it, and
share family photos.’
And as many of us will have
experienced, old family photos are
an excellent tool for prompting
memories and stories.
However, FamilySearch has by no
means moved away from its origins,
and still has a dedicated scanning
and digitisation program to preserve
copies of documents of use to
genealogists from around the world.
‘We’ve got 250 cameras out in the

field, clicking images every second,
and at the same time we’ve got 2.4
million rolls of microfilms that we’re
converting to digital images,’ said
David. ‘Also there is an indexing
workforce of over 300,000 indexers
that are indexing and keying every
day. So that whole machine of data
that we’ve created, that is changing
the landscape.’

FamilySearch trees
Building your tree online has the
advantage that you can access it
readily when you are away from home
– perhaps via your smartphone for
instance – both for your research and
to share with relatives.
l To build your family tree free online
at FamilySearch, simply register for
an account with familysearch.org,
then select the ‘Family Tree’ tab near
the top of the window. You can then
start building your tree right away and
display it as a pedigree or circular
chart.
l Sources, discussions, photos (which
can be tagged and made into albums
to share) and stories can also be added
to each individual. (Stories and photos
aren’t currently available for living
people however).
l There are online training videos to
help you build your tree: familysearch.
org/tree-training.
l To watch for other mentions of your
ancestor, add them to your ‘watch list’.
l And to continue your search on the
collections at FamilySearch, just click
‘Search’.

Creating compelling characters

Try blogging

‘Write
your family
story’ guide

To start your own blog at
Wordpress, simply visit
www.wordpress.com.

1. Register
2. From ‘posts’, ‘add new’
and begin your first blog
post.
3. Want to customise the
look? Select ‘appearance’
and choose a theme.
4. There are help guide video
tutorials to teach you the
ropes.

Q
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uick and easy to set up and
(usually) free to run, a blog
can provide the ideal platform
for you to try out your family history
writing skills. A blog allows you to share
your stories with others (both family
members and the worldwide family
history community) and you can gauge
which stories most appeal by the level
of interaction you receive with your
readers. How many times is your blog
post read? How many people like it?

And what sort of comments are posted?
Answers to all these questions are clearly
laid out by your blog’s ‘behind-the-scenes’
analytics.
Author and family history blogger
Stephen Lewis has some tips to help you
capture the attention of your readers,
by balancing genealogical facts with
the wider interest of the story and its
historical context.
You can find Stephen’s family history
blog at grisdalefamily.wordpress.com.

Stephen’s tips:
l If you want your stories to resonate
with a wider audience then craft them,
don’t just write little snippets however
fascinating they are for you. Weave
together a narrative from what you
know about the subject of your story
and what you have discovered about
geography, occupations and economic
and political forces.
l If you have letters, military records
or emigration/immigration information,
use these, as well as pictures and
quotes.
l Don’t get too hung up with having
to ‘prove’ every statement you make.
I wouldn’t want to recommend the old
journalistic adage: ‘Don’t let the facts
get in the way of a good story’, but you
are writing a story not defending a PhD
thesis. The English language is replete
with ways to express the conditional,
the uncertain and the conjectural.
l Finally, while some genealogical
facts will no doubt need to be included,
don’t clutter up your stories with too
many of these at any one time. If you
do you’ll soon lose the interest of many
readers and, after all, you can always
write another story!
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Telling it as it was
I

n GI Brides co-authors Duncan
Barrett and Nuala Calvi tell
the life stories of four young
women in wartime Britain and of
their subsequent marriages to US
servicemen in a captivating and pacey
read, thoroughly researched and told
with clear-eyed honesty. We ask them
about their writing experiences.
Family Tree: You did a vast amount of
research for your book, interviewing
more than 60 GI brides. How did you
whittle the story down to the final
four women?
Nuala: We decided the best way to
handle the material was to index it by
theme, under headings such as ‘dating
GIs’ or ‘storms at sea’. Although all
GI brides struggled to adjust to a new
life in America, we were looking for
stories of people who had overcome
real adversity. Gwendolyn, for
example, battled a mother-in-law who
forced her son to choose between his
wife and his mother, and ended up
living in a shack in the woods because
she had nowhere else to go.

Photos © Nuala Calvi.

Family Tree: One of the GI brides
is your grandmother. How did the
telling of her story compare to that of
the others?
Nuala: I left hers until last, because I
knew it would be the hardest to write.
My grandmother’s experience as a
GI bride was very difficult, because
she found herself living in the deep
South, struggling to keep her husband
off the bottle. Writing about that
period of her life was very emotional
for me and I felt like I was going
through it all with her.
Family Tree: In your story you ‘tell it
like it was’, rather than painting a
rosy picture. Was this a difficult path
to take?
Nuala: I promised my grandmother
before she died that I would write
her story, so I felt an enormous
responsibility to do that and to do it
truthfully. I always feel it’s important
to present people’s lives as they
experience them. Duncan and I
previously wrote The Sugar Girls, about

Nuala’s grandmother,
Margaret, on the
deck of the
SS Argentina,
running away
from her husband.
She was pregnant
with Nuala’s mother
at the time.

Author Nuala Calvi.

bounce ideas off each other – and to
keep each other going with words of
encouragement and cups of coffee!

East End factory workers, and a lot of
people assumed their lives must have
been depressing – but the women I
interviewed looked back on their days
at the factory as the best of their lives.
Family Tree: What are the advantages
of writing books together?
Nuala: Two heads are definitely better
than one. Planning a book is quite
complex, and you’re less likely to make
mistakes or leave things out if there
are two of you. It’s great to be able to

Family Tree: What would be your key
piece of advice for anyone thinking
of writing a family story that contains
traumatic incidents?
Nuala: There were things in my
family story that I felt anxious about
including, such as domestic violence,
and it was important for me to talk
to certain relatives and warn them
what the book was going to reveal.
But you can’t feel responsible for what
happened in the past. My advice is
not to be scared of writing your family
history, even if it’s a difficult one.
If you feel it’s an important story
that deserves to be told, then go for
it.
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How I became a
signed storyteller

A

uthor of three novels, Steve
Robinson (pictured) has
recently signed a four-book
deal with Amazon Publishing. We
chatted to him about the secret of his
success.
Family Tree: How do you identify
exciting themes from genealogy
research to add to your stories?
Steve: I tend to think about the
story first, identifying the genealogy
research from that. Planning things
this way allows me to think about
the pace and the intrigue that keeps
us turning the pages. Then I usually
work backwards from the brickwall my
lead character faces. As an example,
the past story I wrote for my first
book In the Blood required my lead
character Jefferson Tayte to work out
why a family bloodline seemed to just
vanish from recorded history. That
was the mystery I set out to unravel,
and the research methods came from
that as I worked out how to reveal
what happened and why. Newspaper
archives are particularly useful here,
by definition containing newsworthy
material that can often be sensational,
I find that this line of research often
adds to the excitement, drawing the
reader along with Tayte as he finds
another clue in what he’s just read.

when I decided to
have a go at making
a full-time career out
of my writing. When I
self-published my first
book for the Kindle
in 2011 I was on the
brink of giving up. I
think I’d accepted that a
publishing deal was never
going to happen. Then
suddenly my books were
selling and being read and
I had an income again,
Family Tree: What top tip would you
allowing me to continue to write.
offer to budding authors who are
A couple of years later a lot of my
thinking of writing family historybooks were selling, and I even made
based work for a wider audience than
the Amazon.com top 100 bestseller
just their own family?
list with two of my books, which
Steve: I think it can become all too
I’m sure is how Amazon Publishing
easy to let the research get in the
came to notice me. Signing also
way of the story, which is true for any
means the chance to be read more
type of fiction where specialist or
widely than ever before, with foreign
technical skills are used. The more
translations and audio books, as
you know about genealogy, the
well as increased visibility
more likely you are to fill page
in general. Ebooks are
Read full
upon page with detail that
changing the way we read
the
.
Read
isn’t necessary to the story. I
books; at least, they’re
w
w
w
iew at
/
fell foul of this with my first
providing an alternative
k
.u
interv
o
-tree.c
y
il
.
book. The first draft was
way to read, and I’m very
m
fa
log
ory/b
168,000 words long and I cut
excited to be working
categ
almost 60,000 words from it.
with the company that’s
The genealogy research had got
driving that change. I wish I
in the way, confusing the story and
could pass on a secret to getting
slowing the pace. So my tip is to be
signed, but there doesn’t seem to be a
a storyteller first and foremost. The
formula. Determination is definitely a
genealogy is a means to help tell the
key ingredient. If you feel that writing
story, not the other way around.
is in your blood, keep writing, and
keep trying to find an audience. It’s a
Family Tree: What does getting signed
very exciting time to be a writer just
with Amazon Publishing mean to
now because ebooks have literally
you? And do you have any advice to
opened the door to everyone.
someone else seeking to get signed?
Steve: Finally being accepted by a
Find out more about Steve’s books at:
publisher after so many years of trying www.steve-robinson.me
to break through in the traditional
www.ancestryauthor.blogspot.com
way means everything to me. I was
www.smarturl.it/
made redundant in 2005 and that’s
AmazonSteveRobinson

